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Geometry and the 


Imagination 
D. Hilbert and S. Cohn-Vossen 


A mathematical classic ... The purpose is to make the 
reader see and feel the proofs ... readers can penetrate 
into higher mathematics with ... pleasure instead of the 


usual laborious study. —Scientific American 


Students ... will experience the sensation of being taken 
into the friendly confidence of a great mathematician and 
being shown the real significance of things. 

—Science Progress 
A person with a mininum of formal training can follow the 
reasoning ... an important [bOOk]. Teacher 


This remarkable book has endured as a true masterpiece 
of mathematical expostion. There are few mathematics 
books that are still so widely read and continue to have so 
much to offer—even after more than half a century has 
passed! The book is overflowing with mathematical ideas, 
which are always explained clearly and elegantly, and 
above all, with penetrating insight. 


The book begins with examples of the simplest curves and 
surfaces, including thread constructions of certain quadrics 
and other surfaces. The chapter on regular systems of 
points leads to the crystallographic groups and the regular 
polyhedra in R?. In this chapter, they also discuss plane 
lattices 


One of the most remarkable chapters is “Projective 
Configurations”. In a short introductory section, Hilbert and 
Cohn-Vossen give perhaps the most concise and lucid 
description of why a general geometer would care about 
projective geometry and why such an ostensibly plain 
setup is truly rich in structure and ideas. 


A particularly intriguing section in the chapter on differential 
geometry is Eleven Properties of the Sphere. Which eleven 
properties of such a ubiquitous mathematical object caught 
their discerning eye and why? 

The chapter on kinematics includes a nice discussion of 
linkages and the geometry of configurations of points and 
rods that are connected and, perhaps, constrained in some 
way. This topic in geometry has become increasingly 
important in recent times, especially in applications to 
robotics. 


lt would be hard to overestimate the continuing influence 
Hilbert-Cohn-Vossen’s book has had on mathematicians of 
this century. It surely belongs in the “pantheon” of great 
mathematics books. 
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